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Chamberlain had done good service in insisting, as on other
occasions, on the supreme importance of good relations with the
United States, but he was now near the end of his career as Minister
and his mind was wholly occupied with his tariff campaign. Taking
Balfour's relegation of the question to a General Election as his cue
he proceeded at once to draft his electioneering programme. The
country was to be told that, if it refused the necessary fiscal change,
a united Empire would be an impossibility. The working man was
to be assured that, though the price of his food might rise, he would
get ample compensation in higher wages and the social reforms, such
as old age pensions, which would be rendered possible by the new
sources of revenue. It would be pointed out to the manufacturer
that the new fiscal weapon would enable us to defend our trade against
the unjust competition of the gigantic trusts formed in America and
Germany. The issue rapidly spread far beyond Colonial Preference,
and it was evident that Chamberlain intended to arraign the entire
Free Trade system.
Both parties were now speculating on an early election either before
Christmas or in the New Year. It seemed impossible that the Govern-
ment could go on as before after so violent a disturbance of the normal
course of politics. The Colonial Secretary had defined his policy
in electioneering terms, the Prime Minister had agreed that it must
go to the country ; questions had been raised which would keep all
trade and business in suspense until they were answered in one way
or another. A few months of agitation in which the country would
be instructed in the new policy, then an election in which it would
be accepted or rejected seemed the natural course of events. But
when consulted, Whips and party managers were all but unanimous
that it would be ruin to the Unionist party. Chamberlain, they said,
had repeated Gladstone's mistake when he launched Home Rule
without consulting his party, and the result would be the same for the
Unionist as it had been for die Liberal party in like circumstances.
Time must be given for the new policy to be explained and digested,
and in the meantime the Prime Minister must so steer as to keep the
party together in the House of Commons and stave off defeat.
There could hardly have been a more difficult task for the wariest
and most skilful political strategist. A majority, probably a consider-